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Moresby h. 107.) by r«*». '“ JSZjM 

prchisiory, archaeology, ^ ^ ^ 

botany and geology \\k pea' k ^ mode. Many 

Huxley and Bernal, lia« ^ usuaHy ^orked j rawing lllK}ll 

i«d*n are dso “ Vl ^ itui a 

a wide range of knowledge and bringing ^ 

meaningful whole. 

Several ‘Igs'T'StlS'S |“obla» 

r^r4o“» S ^ n». - ..'.e„ be 

mndency for peop ^ bs | lio]1E1 tk tor some unm^i-y course, lo 
sciences. l< lias b» tJSI . usually misnamed as 

be >«bgh. in dns nmna. nuiro^,' <*7 ^ „„ a ,, 110M 

a^SI'SnU^bm £?»=S 

flop in lire leclune hall- 

I rsie mr.T. i. nnlv errmloyed 111 educational context* 

fSKSSi-‘?*r'-'i 

individual c an tackle ^^.^Suaimaitre: this notion .ho,.Id I 

wuh taetdiy 

It Will hast: been noted that all of die | 

suppose the existence of discipline and ' ,; M . hulr 

JLcoum of their M At ^JL^u c«»J 

more than a possibility *«*«.“«* f J*J £ 

arming the criteria in terms o wtll£ ^J n ”Si l , no. ion erf 
For the sake of argument 1 have employ . ' J tal0 !;ua ami 
-discipline" similar to that used mumvo y . ■ d , p iinc* 

permits us to classify physics, philosophy and I |Rt r 

Finally, to return to a point made at the b*™** 1 
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i lint we should be murk more sceptical about the value of expend¬ 
ing large quantities of human and materia! resuuiLes cm curriculum 
development projects at a time when we sir still far from dear 
about what we are attempting to achieve in education. I doubt 
whether the content of the curriculum is as important as many 
people suppose and concentrating no much of our resources upon 
changing it only st-rves lo divert attention away from far more 
significant educational issues. What matters educationally is not 
jq much what students learn but haw they learn and the manner 
in which they are taught. Until wc succeed in making some quite 
radical changes eo the character oE teaching-learning Transactions 
in school* and universities there is little point in changing she 
content of what is taught 


interdisciplinary STUDIES—REVOLUTION OR 
REVISIONISM? 

Joan M Rttchii?* 

T HERE is a tendency in educational institutions in Australia to 
Mirm; upon overseas trends, to hail them as brilliant innovations 
and to impose them on existing structures. There is a danger that 
‘In Eve disciplinary si tidies" will fall into Elds category. The term 
j. larch defined and Ils assumptions need careful consideration. 
Il E-afoes important cptsio mo logical issues and, unless cautiously 
appraised, may obscure alternative educational innovations. The 
purpose of this article is to examine die background of 'inter 
■ iliidp] hi illy studies”;, lo look at some definitions of the term and 
I to assess its uselulness in the educational structure of Australian 
utiivctsities. 

Wkfikgrmmft of Term 

■.Graham Wallas originated ihe idea of Interdisciplinary studies 
in IfJlf*.' ilis book "'rile Great Society' 1 brought psychology into 
# touch with contemporary problems, Charles Meniam of the Uni- 
| vet il t \ v i Chicago used the term in die early twenties to descri be 
jjllSE totinenton between politics and most of the social and 
behavioural scEcnoes. 5 

k A-con ((--rente fm Social Studies iu America tried to develop a 
instead of cnticenlraling on subject disciplines/ 1 Both the 
AttiiTTir ;m Hi>. : i] Science RcmtitcIi CoLmcil, in 1923 n and Lhe London 

fcetikftr in titiicral SludiM. Lfnivenitj of New South Wnk-i. 
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Goldsmith'* Collide saw ihe need 10 reach beyond subjea barrm* 
llf iuterdisdplin:.ry education. In 1932 Ortega V. tinsel denounc.d 
"the barbarism ol specialisation" 4 ant! in the forties die icrm 
"interdisdnlinary studies" appealed in education dictionaries, lu 
the fifties the Massachusetts Institute of Technology developed its 
leadline and research around five imt-s disciplinary gpoups and. 
after intermittent usage, the term lias become common m the 
seventies. 

Assumption* 


Exponents of tmerdisciplinaiy studies have lield common mtp. 
limis They share the view that existing education bn* a vacuum 
of purpose and that subjects are "harriers" to knowledge. llicy 
hold (hat universities are over-spetialised, lacking locus on prune 
societal problems® In particular. they assume a culiurt crisis and 
man s ability to shape the future. One only has to pmusc hbrmv 
catalogues to sire the spate of literal ore on these wm problem,’ 
Grois has identified crises of survival, aspirations, knowledge irag 
mentation and authority,* Those with an interdisciplinary focus 
further assume that the Ifteefr/afe* era of universities must give 
way to planning for education appropriate to a changing world 
Then, must be issue confrontation with themes located at im 
growitiu edge of society". 9 The University is seen ^"problem 
solving" 1 ' or promoting "die self-renewal of society "1 bese j 
assumptions involve drastic reorganisation of both mmcimy 
struct trie and methodology, with horizontal rather than vertn.il 
diffusion of knowledge. 


Definition 

Nevertheless, the lerai "interdisciplinary studies is seldom I 
defined and something so confusingly vague is propositi as 11*1 
raison d'etre for future change. A search of the literature wv«lj| 
a multiplicity of terms used in level langca hi y. I hose most t«niiiiiunJf| 
in uk are "interdisciplinary", "multidisciplinary . croaJHj 
dpi! nary” or "transdistiplinary \ "pluridisdplmary 
dulinary" and "supradisciphnary". Less frequent!) used are 
course education”. "unitary education", "uami-laiiglit 

’’interprofessional cooperation". crossfertihiaimn _ 

gratisni ". Loosely, the terms mean 'iiou-disciplui.u> . * 

beyond subject barriers, but die numerous descriptions imp J*| 

S™t both in content and form between itof 
Only Ericli Jamsch of Vienna (recently Research 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology) lia f/^ ;; ! , nU , 
dehniiive analysis. He defines "dtseipimanty (spuid' 
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isolation) :l>. distinct from ‘"mulLkl.iscipEhi^i'ity" (a variety of dh 
dpline* without co-operation) ■ "’pIiifitiiEriplrmirity 11 (e-o ujiei aiimi 
ol disciplines without co-ordination) „ , %TossilLTLL]>liii:A'iiy ,F (rigid 
polarisation towards mono«3i!id|>lliiariiy) P -, inteTiii^dp!iiifiriiy ,K (a 
ca-ordiuuicd step from die prugmnth to normative levels), "traiis- 
<1 j sci ] )1 l u a r i ly " (a mul I i-k vd, multi -goa i hier;lrdii ai 3 systems 
approach structured around systems design laboratories, fund ion 
oriented departments and discipline-oriented departments). lie 
anticipate* a focus on method and organisation in which the 
policy sciences have an important role, rather than on accumulated 
knowledge, 11 

Educational Philosophy 

In terms of an educational philosophy, the supporter* of "inter 
disciplinary .^l tidies" have completely rejected the universal 
categories of Essential ism sand Feren malum* together with she 
'’ovcrdnwllcctualism" of Realism. Moving beyond Progress! vism to 
It«. t a n ztr Li cl i on i sin, tliey have much in common with Lheodoie 
ftrameltl He regarded education as an agency of she culture; "j 
lompJcicly open and interactive field'' which must reconstruct 
human relations in a period ol great transformation. 111 But du: 
iineidisdplinarists owe even more tu Mannheim 1 * concept ol 
planning 111 and die conscious selection of ideals according to the 
locial function they have 10 perform. Democratization, for Mann* 
henm involved dosing ihe distance between intellectual elite groups 
said other sections ol society, 11 

tJucixuonal Issues 

Implicit in all imcrdkdp!inary proposals h the fundamentHl 
Iphtmuological issue of what constitutes a university. How is Ei 
(IJffci l;;i i from oilier tertiary institutions? Perhaps the key to this 
firs in the traditional detachment of the university and, ii so, 
the lunlier question arises ol 3iow this can be preserved if die 
VJiiversi ty laconics a cutting edge of the society. At stake is the 
ttitiial function of the university. Moving from the university as 
m not i union to the students, there is the quest ion of whether 
■jtfviTshio are concerned with the maturation process Mannheim 

::i :' lhat ihi.s ss an important part ot thtiir function when he 
Htipuluio that change h only within the reach of people who feel 
foring neither toss of status nor individmtJityJ & But how 
fctt this pej son to 3je created? 

■iBfitrd t j r ipU u a ry A Tinners 

Hie Massachusetts Institute of led mo logs 1 remains one of the 
examples oi "interdisciplinary studies", although not in 
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Jantsd* fall sense of ihe term. Most ex.njples oiK: finds 
L ‘Interdisciplinary" art*. Thus toi ^ 

Tjondun 'Violence and Revolution in the twentieth l«nury . 
with sections interwoven front \vitory. sociology P» 
would not qualify; nor would 

Ehdneerinir and Architecture, Medicine or lown iuiira& 
Jaittsch, himself, points out that "an inter^hnajnMtnk^^ 
highest level has not yet found an expression m tun cm t> 

experiments", 1 * 

Non-discipUnsniiy. however, contain* spcciEit learning cleim ms, 
[j-irticubrlv an interpretative concept of disciplines and die dis¬ 
covery of Ration ships. It is characterised by an 
which includes Individual or small group study, a ^ iet * * ™ ^ 
development of presentation skills both materia! and mental, 
growth of discovery shills, interpretation, expression and ,tidg 
meruit what appears as new is that liter common pound he m 
S lines is more visible, the specialties are designed wuh ^ 
freedom and education is more responsive to con tempo) .ny liS,ie4 
Students are permitted independent study and freedom to tonsiruci 
iheir own courses.** Few academics in Australia today nouLd 
disagree with student involvement or the need for universities to 
be in genuine touch with the culture. The point at issue is wired,c-t 
■intcidiscipliinuv studies", so loosely stated, are the only way. or 
even the desirable way. to meet these needs. 

Alternative Answers 

Although much analysis remains to be dune on the ^‘.L-iuiai 
forms of knowledge, die neo-Kamiaii approach allows foi gcm i-, 
SStion programmes through disciplines.’* 1 hese imoKr dr 
roverv of die personal meaning and relevance of ideas in rcUnoi. 

i hi- self and society. They should also lead to deal peiO'piwnn 
of die structures of thought and knowledge, the me thud «« 
vllhhiv ^d X central principles of die disciplines: to wbj 
|. B. Con ant called the “tactics of Science' 
concerned with clearing away the mass olI-jd 

ing what is significant- Every creative scholar niifa wn. J ' Jj| 

daphnes, making his study hot wont a 

,ve: lL historians have been students ol Literature.-' I fa « “ 
SUy critic are confronted with interplay betw«n ^ 
artistry and social force,- Thus one ,^r.< 

are interdisciplinary by their very nature 1 h > < - - L ^ 
to die contemporary world Literature is , ( ,l 

thoughts and feeling. Philosophy ™*«be rdcvJ 
discusses them in disciplined fashion. Mathematic 
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to current problems, and the idea l 1 ini History must always be 
re-thought by each generation in (he light of its own pariitulai 
problems is now almost a truism, TliQiighom, there should in: a 
high degree of transference, It is important to keep continually 
in mind what h happening to the undent, 3=15 and to pm him in .j 
position where he can learn for Fumseli. 

Flic Department of General Studies, the University of New South 
Wales, lias come up again si the challenge these educational answers 
pose, both in content and method, with what were ini dally servifr 
Ing tunrses. ii has sometimes wrongly been s-cm as a collection of 
disciplines leading some -stall members and students to think ihai 
i]it:y are partidpaUng at 'Mow lever'; persuading others that the) 
siuia go completely M imerdiseipUiuiry" (without defining their 
meaning of the term), I believe that an alternative is to make the 
disciplinary approach an integral pari of (he students' experience 
j-, individuals, as citizens and as professional persons, J his would 
involve the members of the Department in making explicit their 
areas of agreement and disagree incut, working towards common 
goals through co-operative discussion. U would be, in effect, an 
m [um-sescardi programme allowing maximum diversity m both 
uin eiu and method, with tmuimicms reappraisals ol aims and 
achievemerits by stall and students. Essentialh. h would be 
gradualist rather than radical and could well run concur mill} with 
"Interdisciplinary" approaches within the Department, An analysis 
of existing s o urse s si sows that , in general., L1 i c y are already eo m- 
jnmuil to con temporary issues, 2 * This calls For staff with peculiar 
generalist skill to guide students xo the significant depths of their 
■ Ii-.: jisie without being immersed by too much content 

Rfimal Re$c&tf$h 

Other areas of researdi, essential Lu die fulfilment of Muditicmar' 
fcnivmhy education, may be obscured if a tofrconcenirated 
Icmpliasis is placed on "interdisciplinary studies '. The slow; coin- 
I U tied [jj-occss of defining aims and objectives in behavioural 
Bkvb is just entering tertiary education 31 Ibe dynamics of group 
iliMucsiori. individual growth and maximum student prtrtit ipatipn 
but superficially understood by most university teachers, 
Fiiii- -ir: l>3l the emotions, the concern with feeling as well as 
iliinkm;- differently, has been bur thinly investigated and the 
■nUteUium oF what are intelligence and creativity only lightly 
[ tttwhwJ SljcIi enquiry ? I sLEggesL. is as significimt in r "disci phmtrity" 
1 -v. for J1 non -dl$dp| id arity". 

I °t "Interdisciplinary Studied 

IrUir fnteTdEscIplinary view is basically encyclopaedic with its 
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belief in science of man's lOtal living experience ^ P™* | 

pcLUALH some of Lhc fallacies of Social Darwinism by aituapjiling 
the Structuring of future society. It may be superficial and a liucaE 
to excellence' or ad /me learning, subject to the neuron mid 
vagaries ol pressure groups Inside or outside die univerbiUes* it may 
lull 10 achieve a dec]ter undemanding of human life mid society 
or detachment and insight, already threatened in Australian univer¬ 
sities by self-cencredness and lack of mobility. 

Most solid knowledge has tome from specialism, with strenuous 
training in one hue and method of conceptual thought. The com 
com of limit is bade, h is possible to study only a him ted amount 
in a limited way at one time. To make these limits appiopliate 
aiul to find significant interconnections within a closed area is 
the challenge of the discipline. The scholar carefully tech where 
one dsdphnc runs into another. He looks at the findings of 
relevant disciplines but he does not trespass beyond the areal ot 
his own competence. 

"Intercliscipi inary studies ” have been connected with ‘'crisis" 
from Wallas in 1909 \a die present day, 1 sun not jtcrstiadcd ihui 
the con temporary "crisis' 1 is any worse than that of dieiHtraai 
Wars for ancient. Greece or the Black Death far ilic Middle Ages, 
There is also a polarising of issues into alternatives of choice 
between supposedly mutually exclusive opposes, Thus Uwucltl 
saw the world at a perilous juncture between world wide democrat's 
or tyranny. In iWs sense 'intcidisciplinary studies' are the pla>- 
tliint'S oE fashion. Both now and in the twenties the link was 
Environmental Studies; with Bramcld, Philosophy; with Mamihcmi, 
Sociology; with Jamsch, the Policy Sciences, 


Conclusion 

This paper does not discredit "interdisciplinary studio M an I 
educational experiment. It attempts to place them m proper poH 
speclive as revisionism of a tendency in die twenties and nu4 *■ 
■die inevitable revolution" which they have, been called. 1 ”5? ■ 
are I surest, ONE answer to die educational problems m An 
but not necessarily THE answer. There is, I believe a mgl 
tor itrchgfhcning existing disciplines, as rccomniendLd a 
versity of Wisconsin-Madisan, while ai the same 111111 !?| 

towards "interdisciplinary studies"-* These seem to ,!l1 * . ( _1 
particularly relevant to grtmp-arictued postgraduate sc 
relating research more closely to society. In either ^ ( f 

like to sec working experience in the community 
i'CL]uishc for both students. xml university staff. 
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BOUNDARIES BETWEEN DISCIPLINES OR BETWEEN 
DEPARTMENTS OR SET WEEN THINGS? 

A. IttlHAN® 

||5VF. p.irt u! eJsc difTiruhy in defining a discipline lies in Nic fact 
rh.it its subject maucr does not lyelong to it alone, but also 
mp&cr cti-u. Three research students engaged in nvork on 

Hp^nductors hi iliree different Ausinliun univeisides found 

■BET ltl ^ 3C Science and Technology. University of P^pun ami Now 















